Summary. Plasma 
Introduction
A striking différence in peripheral plasma progesterone levels between pregnant and nonpregnant cows can be observed by 19 days after insemination (Shemesh, Ayalon & Lindner, 1968) and it was suggested that this difference might furnish the basis for an early pregnancy test. Encouraging results of pregnancy testing in sheep, based upon plasma progesterone values at fixed times after breeding, have since been reported by Basse«, Oxborrow, Smith & Thorburn (1969) , Robertson & Sarda (1971) , and Shemesh, Ayalon & Lindner (1973) . The discovery that the levels of progesterone in the milk of cows parallel the concentrations of this hormone in blood (Laing & Heap, 1971) 
Progesterone assay
The progesterone content in unextracted fore-milk and plasma samples was determined by radioimmunoassay (RIA) using an antibody raised in our laboratory in rabbit against progesterone-lla-hemisuccinate-BSA. This antibody showed less than 0-01% cross-reaction with cortisol, corticosterone, cholesterol, 17a-hydroxyprogesterone, oestrone, oestradiol, testo¬ sterone, androstenedione, prostaglandins E and F. The RIA was carried out with 0-05 ml samples of unextracted milk and 0-1 ml plasma. The RIA technique was essentially as described by Shemesh & Hansel (1975) . Separation of free from antibody-bound progesterone was accomplished with dextran-coated charcoal. For purposes of comparison, milk and blood plasma levels of progesterone were determined by the same RIA technique in 34 samples collected from the same ewes at 18-22 days after mating.
Known amounts of progesterone, equivalent to 2, 3 and 4 ng/ml, were added to plasma containing 0-3 ng progesterone/ml and to milk containing 0-5 ng progesterone/ml. The recovery of progesterone was 94 ± 4% (n = 20) from plasma and 55 ± 4% (n = 40) from milk. The intraassay coefficient of variation between duplicate pairs was 8-5% for 0-5 ng/ml (15 replicates), 2-0 ng/ml (20 replicates), and 3 and 4 ng/ml (10 replicates of each). The inter-assay coefficient of variation was 11-2% for an internal standard at 0-5 and 2-0 ng/ml (32 replicates of each). The results obtained were corrected by multiplying the milk values determined by 100/55. The calibration curve was fitted by computer according to the method of Rodbard & Lewald (1970) .
The lower limit of sensitivity was 0-2 ng/ml.
On the basis of preliminary studies, values above 1-5 ng progesterone/ml milk were considered as positive for pregnancy. These results were compared with lambing data.
Results
The results for ewes examined in the breeding season are shown in Table 1 . The plasma progesterone levels were not significantly different from those found in milk, and values in the non-pregnant ewes were very low.
The accuracy of the pregnancy diagnosis by milk progesterone determination was evaluated in the 2 flocks as shown in Table 2 . Identical levels of accuracy were found when results of milk and blood progesterone determinations for the same ewes (n = 34) were compared. Table 3 shows the accuracy of pregnancy diagnosis performed during the anoestrous season. It is apparent that accuracy was quite low for diagnosing non-pregnancy in lactating ewes, when using milk during the anoestrous period.
Discussion
The very similar values of progesterone concentration in milk and plasma found in this study could be explained by the fact that a highly specific antiserum was used which results in minimal cross-reaction with other metabolites. The low percentage of recovered progesterone (55 ± 4%) in the milk might be due to the presence of a protein, such as transcortin, which binds progesterone, thus affecting the recovery rate.
Similar results were found in both flocks ( (Amir, 1965) . Since plasma progesterone levels are basal during the anoestrous season (Rawlings et al, 1977; Walton et al, 1977) 
